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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


INTRODUCTION

The labyrinth form is a beautiful metaphor for spiritual and personal transformation. Finding your way through the labyrinth is a journey that takes you away from your normal everyday life and leads you inward.

LABYRINTH MEDITATIONS is a collection of beautifully illustrated finger labyrinths for you to follow, with suggested meditations to help guide you on your own personal journey to peace, calm and the centre of your being.

AN INTRODUCTION TO LABYRINTHS

Labyrinths are sacred geometric forms and structures that have been around for at least 4,000 years. These ancient symbols of wholeness, growth and transformation are found in many cultures around the world, including Europe, India and the American Southwest. Labyrinths have appeared in cave paintings and on ancient coins. They have been dug into the land, carved into rocks, reproduced in sacred books and embedded in the floors of medieval cathedrals.

The first known labyrinth appeared in Crete around 3000 BCE. The exact meaning of the original labyrinth is unknown, but researchers speculate it was the graphic outline of an ancient Greek dance, in which a line of dancers followed a serpentine path to the centre.

In the past decades there has been a growing interest in the labyrinth as a powerful tool for meditation and personal transformation. New labyrinths are being built on land surrounding retreat centres, churches, botanical gardens, hospitals and university campuses. Large canvas labyrinths are being rolled out in school gymnasiums and prisons for meditation and renewal.

Finger labyrinths are a personal and portable alternative to these large labyrinths, allowing you to use this powerful meditation tool any time, anywhere. In 2013, the London Underground commissioned artist Mark Wallinger to create 270 unique labyrinth art installations on the wall of every tube station in London. A red ‘X’ marked the entrance to each labyrinth, inviting travellers to trace the labyrinths with their finger.

A LABYRINTH IS NOT A MAZE

Mazes that require you to negotiate their many wrong turns and dead-ends in order to reach its centre. In contrast, labyrinths are not designed to trick or deceive you. They have only one purpose – to lead you along one continuous path to the centre. When you are ready to leave, you retrace that same path to your starting point.

To better understand the labyrinth’s structure it is best to imagine viewing it from above, as if looking down on the foundations of a building from the air. Whether you are physically walking a large labyrinth or tracing a small labyrinth with your finger, the outside perimeter has only one opening, where the path to the centre begins. The lines themselves create the ‘walls’ of the labyrinth, and the space between the lines forms the ‘path’. The path fills the entire interior space, which is made up of circuits that fold back on themselves, change direction and bring you close to, and then away from, the centre. Each time you enter or trace a different circuit, you turn 180 degrees. As you change direction you shift your awareness from right brain to left brain, which induces more receptive states of consciousness. Eventually you reach the centre – a place for meditation, prayer or reflection. What you discover or receive at the centre is absorbed and integrated as you retrace your path out of the labyrinth.

TYPES OF LABYRINTHS

While the basic structure has remained the same, every culture and era has produced unique labyrinth forms. They have served many different functions, including protection from evil forces in India, to honouring the Sacred Mother in Native American traditions, to teaching medieval peasants how to bring their lives closer to God. Here are a few examples of the many labyrinths created in cultures around the world.

INDIAN LABYRINTH
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In ancient India, labyrinths were often placed at entrances and gateways. Often drawn with a central spiral, rural Indian women still draw these ancient labyrinths at the threshold of their home to ward off evil spirits from entering. This labyrinth, also known as the Chakravyuha labyrinth, represented a secret, deadly military formation used to defeat the enemy in the ancient Indian epic, the Mahabharata.

NATIVE AMERICAN LABYRINTH
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One example of a Native American labyrinth is the Tapuat labyrinth of the Hopi tribe – it symbolizes the Great Mother from where we came and where we will eventually return. The centre of the labyrinth symbolizes her womb and the lines her umbilical cord keeping us connected to her, as Source, throughout our life and beyond.

ROMAN LABYRINTH
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Square in shape, Roman labyrinths are unicursal (one path), yet divided into four sections. They were commonly created as mosaics in the floors of ancient buildings. The centre of a Roman labyrinth often depicted the myth of Ariadne, Theseus and the Minotaur.

CLASSICAL SEVEN-CIRCUIT LABYRINTH
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The classical or seven-circuit labyrinth is an ancient labyrinth design found in many cultures around the world, also known as the Cretan labyrinth because this design was found on Cretan coins. In modern times, walking or tracing the seven circuits is sometimes used for meditating on and balancing the seven chakras: root, sacral, solar plexus, heart, throat, third eye, crown.

MEDIEVAL 11-CIRCUIT LABYRINTH
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Also called the Chartres labyrinth, the most famous example of this labyrinth is reproduced in stone in the floor of the Cathedral in Chartres, France. Experts date this labyrinth to 1201 CE. The labyrinth at Chartres symbolized the journey through a sinful world to salvation through Jesus Christ. As the ‘sinners’ walked the labyrinth to the centre they confessed their sins and transgressions. In the centre they reunited with God represented by a six-petal rosette. On the path back to the entrance, they contemplated the life they must lead to be saved from an eternity in hell. The equally famous West Rose Window at Chartres Cathedral reiterates the labyrinth’s call to redemption in its depiction of the Final Judgement.


WHAT IS MEDITATION?

Meditation is a practice for cultivating deeper awareness, a way to gain psychological insight and, if you choose, a method of communicating with God or a higher power. Although meditation can induce feelings of peace and relaxation, the ultimate purpose of meditation is to help you overcome the limitations of ordinary awareness and expand your mind to higher levels of consciousness. The labyrinth is a powerful tool for meditation – a blueprint for transformation, a safe container in which to heal and to explore more positive and loving states of consciousness.

ORDINARY MIND

Our everyday lives are like a waking dream. Rather than being truly awake and aware, we are usually preoccupied or lost in thought. One thought triggers another – and another and another. Buddhists affectionately call this ordinary state of mind ‘monkey mind’, as if our minds were filled with unruly chimps leaping from branch to branch. We may start with one thought and end up with another that is entirely unrelated to the first. Our thoughts seem to have a life of their own.

And it is not just our thoughts that are unruly. A chance meeting or event can trigger our fear, anger, jealousy or desire so instantaneously that we feel hijacked by these powerful emotions. One minute we are happily driving down the road, and the next we are furious because someone has cut us off almost causing us to have an accident. Or we arrive at work in a great mood, only to have the boss ‘push our buttons’. One offhand remark can leave us feeling put out and off balance for the rest of the day.

We also have a habit of projecting onto others what we think they are feeling or thinking, without truly knowing whether this is so; or we ascribe to others qualities that we ourselves desire. For example, we may see a well-dressed handsome stranger at the next table and imagine that he is successful and brilliant, when in truth he is unemployed and deeply in debt.

Rather than being awake to reality as it is, and truly aware of what is going on around and inside us, it is as if we are living in a dream world – a small, confining world of our mind’s creation. Yet we are convinced that we know what is real and what isn’t. The purpose of examining our normal mental state is not so that we can judge ourselves; after all, every person can relate to these ordinary states of mind. But, as we will discover, the mind is capable of much more, and meditation is a key to its unfolding. Having mental peace and less emotional reactivity are benefits of long-term meditation practice.

WAKING UP TO REALITY

When something happens to jolt us out of our usual mental state – such as the loss of a job, the death of a loved one or a diagnosis of serious illness – we feel disoriented and life seems turned on its head. In these moments our usual uncontrolled thinking, our hair-trigger emotions and our projections and fantasies fall away, and we experience reality with a shocking clarity. As painful and intense as these experiences may be, they often cause us to feel truly awake in a way we have never been before.

The good news is that rather than waiting for the world to shock us into awareness, we can choose to live in an awakened state all the time. Meditation is the antidote to living in a dream world. It is the conscious act of training the mind, through a variety of mental and physical techniques, including labyrinth meditation, so as to live fully in the present moment. Any form of meditation takes discipline, but it is a rewarding practice that leads to greater concentration, peace, relaxation and contentment. From this peaceful mind spring insight and awareness. Over time, meditation can lead to profound spiritual realizations. It has the potential to deepen our understanding of the greater mysteries of life.


WHY USE LABYRINTHS FOR MEDITATION?

The labyrinth form is a beautiful metaphor for spiritual and personal transformation and a meditative container in which to experience release and renewal. The surrounding wall and entrance mark the start of a journey, one that takes you away from your normal everyday life and leads you inward. As you slowly trace the path inside the labyrinth, you may experience it as complicated and confusing. A spiritual journey – one that asks larger questions, such as the purpose of existence, the nature of God or divinity or the reality of good and evil – is not an easy one. It is often filled with doubt and, like the labyrinth, it can be difficult to navigate. A journey to self-understanding, in which you honestly assess your problems and issues, can be equally daunting.

Once in the centre, you are alone with yourself, your higher power – or whatever or whomever you are looking for. This encounter profoundly changes you, and you understand that you can’t go back to how and what you were. You make a 180-degree turn and begin tracing your path back to the entrance, to a new beginning, with new spiritual realizations to carry you forward.


BENEFITS OF MEDITATING ON PLANTS

Before beginning your finger labyrinth meditation, it helps to spend a few minutes calming your mind. The illustrations in this book can be meditated upon to help prepare you for entering the labyrinth. Many cultures have employed flower- and plant- gazing meditation as a method of grounding oneself in the present and connecting to essential life energy and love. Techniques such as Taoist flower-gazing meditation, a yogic gazing meditation known as trataka, and open-eyed Zen meditations encourage the viewer to pick an object to focus on for a period of time.

As humans, our sharpest sense is that of sight (80 percent of our sensory data comes through vision), but we are often overwhelmed by endless sensory data. If we can focus on one object and tune out the rest, through meditation we can use eyesight to our advantage to induce a deeper, more intuitive sense of vision.

Plants are inherently calming and centring. As early as the 14th century, Buddhist monks created meditation gardens filled with beautiful species. Plants such as the Ficus Ginseng, the lucky bamboo and bonsai are considered ‘zen’ plants – all have powerful shapes, natural strength and a stylized appearance particularly useful for meditation. Examining a plant to see what it actually looks like, with all of its specific contours and curves, textures and colours, can be a compelling form of mindfulness practice.
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